Aetiology of emphysema.
There is now overwhelming evidence that lung destruction resulting in emphysema is largely due to enzymatic action on pulmonary connective tissues, mainly elastin. These enzymes are probably derived from neutrophil polymorphonuclear leucocytes and alveolar macrophages. Arguments are advanced to show that release of these enzymes is related to cigarette smoking. This explanation for the pathogenesis of emphysema is compatible with the distribution of the disease within the lung noted in epidemiological studies. If this conclusion with regard to the role of cigarette smoking is correct it must follow that, apart from patients with alpha 1-antitrypsin deficiency, emphysems is a disease which could be almost entirely eliminated if the smoking habit was abandoned.